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The Australian Society of Anaesthetists 1934 -1984 185 X 263; pp. 502 . Above all else, this book is a labour of love. Not that there is anything laboured about it; on the contrary, it is lively, touching, revealing of human nature, amusing, informative, endearing, full of understanding and, almost always, interesting. This last comment is in no way a put down. The principal author herself concedes that she found some parts heavy going, and readers will have their own areas of higher or lower interest.
And not that love for the task has obscured objectivity. I don't think I have read a book where there was such evident honesty of purpose, even when it was painful to relate the facts or to reveal human weakness or folly.
The plan is unusual and not, at first, self evident. The first six chapters, comprising most of the book, are written by Gwen Wilson and cover the first twenty-eight years of the Society's story. For reasons given, these are regarded as the formative years, when growth and early development occurred. Because Gwen is now an experienced historian with the necessary acumen and skill to discover the facts and breathe life into them, because she was closely involved with relevant persons and events at critical times, because her personal warmth has attracted countless friends in the Society and not least, because she clearly thought the job worth doing, it is certain that nobody else could have written this part of the book.
The seventh and final chapter covers the period of consolidation and increasing maturity of the next twenty-two years. Ben Barry, deeply involved in many of the Society's key activities during much of that time, has not attempted a comprehensive coverage, but has opted for a clear and perceptive review of major events, and, for various reasons, this seems a most reasonable course. Both authors acknowledge the valuable assistance of many others and most of these, if not all, are named. Let nobody think it has been an easy accomplishment we are deeply in debt to them all, in due measure. Different readers will respond in different ways to a story closely and recently related to a series of particular persons. How may the unfolding scene be perceived?
Consider a reader who has had a lengthy association with the Society and who has been aware of many of the issues -I fall in that category. At the urging of elders, I attended my first Society meeting within weeks of commencing training in 1953, and a few years later, joined a group whose senior partner, Harry Daly, was a founder of the Society. It was like being in partnership with God. Though I understood little of the significance of the scuttlebutt I heard at the time, I formed the clear impression that being involved was important, and to work with the Society was pleasant, if sometimes onerous. This book has informed me, and I expect will do the same for most readers, a great deal about many happenings, not only as they appeared at the time, but also as to their important subtleties. I used to think older members were overimpressed with the role of Geoffrey Kaye in the Society, but not any longer. His is the most compelling and complex study in the story and it makes clear how critical were his actions and attitudes over a prolonged period. His report, appearing as Appendix C, with his immaculate but, in places, quaint English ('questionary' and 'shewn' -in 1948!) is as valuable a document of social history as one could hope to see.
A feature of the early sections is the detail devoted to many of the pioneer office-holders, whereas the same is lacking for later occupants. The reason for this lies in the awareness of the enormous changes which had taken place in the structures of the Society. Prior to about 1960, to use a nautical analogy, the members were engaged in building a ship, without previous experience or even a set of plans, and then teaching themselves to sail it. How critical was trIal and error, how important were wise decisions and how fortunate we can now count ourselves, as we discover what manner of men and women they were who carried the venture forward. Today, we have a good ship, charts and a trained crew.
But was it, as I was led to believe, pleasant to work in the Society? The answer is in 'the rather exceptional spirit and friendliness that exists between members of the Society'. Without trying to ignore difficulties, valuable and lasting friendships have been easy to make with those whom one could genuinely admire, and perhaps especially after the bonding of striving together and even better, succeeding. This congenial ambience is depicted again and again, and for many, forms part of the Society's treasure.
What of the response of a more recent member? I could not credit that younger anaesthetists who value the role and status of the specialty today would not derive great benefit from knowing more about the men and women on whose shoulders they stand. Their story is told with due but not exaggerated pride in achievement, and the pen pictures are accurate portrayals of warm and dedicated people.
Regrettably, medicine is still under siege and, too often, it seems that all that matters are fees, staffing, lack of equipment, poor community attitudes and government intervention. This book confirms that none of that is new and that we have always had to struggle. But 'the Society had its origins in the educational needs of anaesthetists', and since these needs will always exist, it is vital not to allow the distractions to stand in the way of a full professionalism. While we may not wish to emulate the methods of our predecessors (in some instances, heaven be thanked for that), neither should we fail to meet our challenges with less than their courage and good humour, as here displayed.
What will a non-member make of it all? I can't say. This story is most nearly akin to a family history, and like any such that is well written, as this is, the story of everyman is there to be uncovered by anyone who cares to try. Such stories are at the same time typical of their kind, and yet singUlar. Since I share the bias of both authors towards the Society, I have found its singularities most appealing, and to every reader I wish you similar happy hunting. BRIAN 202. This book is the final result of what must have been a protracted and frustrating battle for the editor, Dr. A. M. Landolt. As the editor notes in the preface, he had no power to goad unreliable authors into action to produce worthwhile contributions on time. Consequently some chapters had to be returned to the authors because they did not meet the standards of the series, Progress in Neurological Surgery. The remaining chapters were then assembled into this book. One wonders what the standard of the rejected chapters was considering the uneven quality of what remained.
I enjoyed as usual reading the contribution on neurological evaluation by Professor J. D. Miller. The chapter on intensive care of head injuries by
